Parents as partners in black schools: so important, but why so unreliable?
Introduction
Parents constitute one o f the possible partners o f schools. Other partners are the national and provincial departments o f education, foreign governments and organisations, the community, businesses and non-governmental organisations. This article, however, focuses on parents as very important partners for schools, in view o f the fact that the South African Schools Act o f 1996 identifies parents as the official partners in the governance o f their children's school. In accordance with this Act, parents constitute the majority o f the members in the governing body o f a school.
The principle underlying this partnership is the fact that the family is the primary educating structure for children. Although it may not have been the intention o f the government to promote Christian principles, the new legislation is in line with Christian principles, which stipulate that it is part o f the mission o f parents to be involved in the education o f their children. The child's basic right implies that parents accept a particular responsibility for the well-being o f the child, his care, protection and safety, his becoming and growth towards adulthood, as a God-given responsibility. Schools and parents must therefore co-operate closely when it com es to the education o f children. Schools are a formalised extension o f the family and according to Van der Walt (1992:226) and Wolfendale (1992:32) schools therefore need to adhere to the same norms and values as the family. This view is in line with the theory o f Epstein (1996:6), who argues that if the school, the parents and the external community all have the same goals for children, they will most probably succeed in achieving such goals. Van der Walt (1992:228) indicates that children are members o f all societal structures, namely the family, school, the church. A partnership, based on the same mutual values, norms and goals, will therefore improve the relationship between schools and families. This partnership is most visible in the governance structure o f schools where parents and the school staff manage the school together.
According to Sund (1976 In the past parents were predominantly involved with the governance o f schools only, despite the fact that there actually are numerous activities in which parents can be involved. Such involvement may occur at different levels, ranging from assisting children with their homework and assisting teachers, to the official management o f schools (Khan, 1996:61) . • determine the extent to which black parents are actively involved as partners in school activities;
In terms o f the
• establish the reasons why black parents are not actively involved in school activities, and
• assist educational practitioners to improve parental participation in schools so as to improve the quality o f education in schools.
Definition of concepts

Parents
For the purposes o f this article parents are defined as adults who have children in a specific school. These adults may be either the biological parents, guardians or caretakers o f these children. What is, however, important is that the parents must be those who are responsible for the child and who must and can be involved in the school's activities. This situation w ill make it easier to determine and achieve goals for the school.
Partners
Research
An empirical research project was conducted in the previously black-only schools to determine the level o f parental participation in school activities. The research instrument used was a structured English-medium questionnaire, which was divided into the following three sections:
• The ratio o f parental participation in specified school activities
• The reasons for black parents' lack o f active involvement in school activities
• Possible solutions for improving parental participation in school activities
The respondents were free to provide additional answers at every section. 
Although the universum population consisted o f the teachers in the previously
Parental participation in school activities
The aim o f this article is to determine the degree o f parental participation in specific school activities. The statistics indicate the percentages o f parental participation in the activities concerned.
Parental participation was divided into the following three categories:
• N o activity. This category indicates that the school does not make provision for any activity in which parents may get involved.
• Little participation. Parents do participate in school activities, but they are not very active.
• Good participation. This category denotes that parents participate actively and contribute positively to the school's activities. The statistics relating to parent-teacher-student associations indicate that most o f the schools did not have such a structure in which to involve parents. Although good participation was recorded in some schools, the parent-teacher-student association is one structure that can be implemented by most schools -a structure which w ill improve the participation o f parents This is an important area for parents because the three mentioned structures will determine the norms and values o f the school. If parents are not actively involved in these structures, they will neglect their mission as parents in the education o f their children.
School management activities
Recommendations
Since the number o f schools that do not have a parent-teacher association is too high, it is recommended that all schools establish such an association. In these structures it is possible for teachers and parents to work together in specific areas not related to academic work. Extramural activities, fundraising and other social events can be organised by the parent-teacher association, and it can also serve as an informal structure where teachers and parents have the opportunity to get to know one another. This improved relationship can be transferred to the academic work and can contribute to improve the standard o f learning and teaching in the school. According to the research undertaken this was the worst area as far as parental participation in school activities was concerned. In most o f the schools involved in the research, no provision whatsoever was made for parents to be involved in the teaching and education o f their children. Parents did not have the opportunity to become involved in these activities because no structures or planning existed to accommodate these activities. The findings also implied that parents could not participate in these activities even if they wished to do so, and that schools did not create the opportunity for parents to be actively involved with their teaching activities.
Teaching and education
It should, however, also be remembered that parental participation in the different school activities do not necessarily improve the childrens' academic achievements. The fact that a child's parent is a member o f the governing structure o f the school will not necessarily improve his/her academic achievement. In fact, a parent who is interested in his child's work and who assists him/her with homework (Epstein, 1996:10) will rather improve academic achievement
Recommendations
The 
Non-academ ic activities
Findings and recommendations
According to the teachers involved in the study, the participation o f parents in non-academic school activities is slightly better than in the area o f teaching and education. Teachers spend a lot o f time on these activities at the expense o f academic-related activities. Active parental participation in out-of-the-class activities can assist teachers tremendously and enable them to spend more time on academic work. Parents can be involved in coaching or training learners in extramural activities and they can for example be responsible for the maintenance and upgrading o f the school buildings.
Involvement o f parents in non-academic activities can be readily improved via the parent-teacher association or via committees o f the governing body. The available skills and competencies o f parents in these areas should be put to the best possible use. The parent-teacher association could compile a list o f the skills that parents have to offer, and it w ill be possible to call on specific persons if a specific task, for example a painting job, needs to be done. The alarming aspect o f the results pertaining to organised school activities is that it was found that many schools do not have regular parent evenings where parents can discuss their children's work with teachers or get information about the school. The participation o f parents in sports and social activities was, however, found to be good.
Attending organised activities
It is important to note that parents were seen to be more involved in activities not related to academic activities or to the governance o f the school. This could possibly be attributed to the fact that parents considered such areas "safer" in the sense that they did not require a high level o f literacy and competency. Also, since parents' involvement in these areas did not have a substantial effect on the authority and academic work o f the teachers, the latter allowed the parents to be more actively involved. The teachers probably did not feel threatened by the participation o f parents in these activities.
Recommendations
Regular parent evenings can offer a very meaningful opportunity to improve the relationship and communication between home and school. This is especially true in the case o f rural areas where other means o f communication, such as telephones, are not readily available. Parent evenings must be the forum to initiate and promote the partnership idea.
Schools must use sports and social activities to improve their relationship with parents. In fact, sports and social activities can even be used to improve relationships in the community. Schools can and must be the centre o f the community and they should therefore be used as such. 
Visits to and contact with the school
Recommendations
Parental involvement in this category does not require any formal structures, since parents may visit or contact the school whenever they have a problem. Parents and teachers should, however, be encouraged to use these opportunities to communicate with each other. Schools must not only create opportunities for parents to voice their problems, but should also attend to such problems and try to solve them as soon as possible to prevent insignificant problems from becoming major ones.
Conclusion
In conclusion it can be stated that, in the opinion o f the teachers involved in the study, parents are not adequately involved in school activities. The respondents rated parental participation in only two out o f 14 activities as good. This is an indication that most parents neglect their m ission to be involved in school activities.
Schools and families are functioning as sovereign entities in their own right but they are also involved with the other, because the same people are involved in both structures (Van der Walt et al., 1983:25). This makes it obligatory for the parents to be involved in school activities.
In general it may be deduced that the schools limit the participation and potential influence o f parents, as this article indicates that in the case o f each o f the activities listed, there were schools that did not provide it. If no opportunities or structures exist, parents obviously cannot be involved, even if they would have liked to be involved. It is part o f the mission o f parents to be actively involved in school activities and therefore the schools and the parents must make a bigger effort to let parents be part o f school activities.
Reasons put forward by respondents for most black parents' lack o f activ e participation in school activities
According to the respondents the reasons why most black parents do not actively participate in the activities o f the schools attended by their children can be divided into different categories. In their view , the reasons are -in order o f priority from the most important to the least important -the following:
• Parents' negative attitude towards the school.
• Parents' feelings o f inferiority towards the teachers.
• Inadequate knowledge, skills and competencies o f parents and teachers.
• Demographic reasons.
• Teachers' negative actions and attitudes
The percentages in the tables below indicate how important the respondent's rate the reasons why parents are not actively involved in the respective activities. It must be kept in mind that the parents did in fact participate in all the activities that were offered by the schools (cf. Tables 1-5 above). The discussion that follows will provide reasons why the respondents -a group o f teachersbelieved those parents had not participated as positively and as actively as could be expected from them. Parents regard themselves inferior to the teachers and principal because the latter are academically better qualified
Parents' negative attitude towards the school
Feelings of inferiority towards the teachers
59,2
According to the respondents, parents feeling inferior to school staff and whoever does not have the necessary knowledge to participate meaningfully, cannot be effective partners. Illiteracy w ill further increase their feelings o f inferiority. The above two categories o f reasons for inadequate participation, namely a negative parental attitude and feelings o f inferiority, are linked to the activities in which parents were the least involved, namely in the academic area. The research undertaken indicated that parents did not consider themselves capable o f assisting the teachers, while the teachers indicated that most parents lacked the skills and knowledge to be effective assistants in the academic field. This is the category that had the lowest rating as possible reasons why parents do not actively participate in school activities. The low rating o f this category also does not correlate with the information in paragraph 4, where the overall participation level o f parents in the indicated activities was said to be low. The fact that some o f activities did not even exist at most schools could w ell mean that schools do not make provision for structures or opportunities o f parental participation. Parents' low level o f participation, even where structures or opportunities were available for participation, could indicate that the schools did not adequately encourage parents to get involved, or perhaps even that teachers did not want the parents to be actively involved in school activities.
Knowledge and competencies of parents and teachers
Demographic reasons
Teachers' negative actions and attitudes
It must once again be kept in mind that the questionnaire on which this survey is based was completed by a group o f teachers. Therefore, if the teachers indicated that the school was a major reason for the non-participation o f parents in school activities, it could reflect very unfavourably on the teachers themselves.
Conclusion
Although According to the results o f the study undertaken there is -at this stage -no evidence o f an effective partnership between parents and schools, despite the fact that parents as their children's primary educators can rightfully be expected to be actively involved in the activities arranged by the school.
Schools, and especially principals, must take note o f the reasons why parents are not actively involved in school activities. They have to plan and manage the situation so as to improve it to the benefit o f both parties. Being involved in school activities may cause parents to change their own attitude towards the school, as w ell as that o f their children, which may again lead to better examination results by the learners. According to Stone (1995:798) , a school in a poor, multicultural area indeed changed for the better after parents had become active partners o f the school and really involved themselves with school activities.
Recomm endations
Further studies should focus on specific areas that need more intensive research in order to provide more specific solutions. Such research may be particularly important for specific types o f schools, schools in specific geographical areas or for specific school activities.
